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Abstract  
This article reports on a qualitative study of strategies and competencies used by 
technical communication and translation students to address challenges inherent in global 
virtual team collaboration. The study involved students from three universities 
collaborating in virtual teams to write and translate instructional documents. Qualitative 
content analysis of students’ reflective blogs and team transcripts was used to examine 
their experiences while collaborating.  
Students faced challenges related to communication, leadership, and technology, and 
developed various strategies to address those challenges. Although the students did not 
face cultural challenges, they reported increased awareness of cultural issues. Students 
also reported that the project helped them better understand the workplace and define 
career goals. 
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In the global workplace, technical communicators are frequently required to write 
documentation that will be translated and to work with colleagues who are translators. It 
is important that technical communication students are prepared for the challenges of 
working with translators, and it is equally important that students studying to become 
translators are well equipped to work with professional writers.  
Faculty members in many disciplines recognize the importance of preparing 
students to participate in cross-disciplinary virtual teams. This article describes a global 
virtual team collaboration among students at three universities—teams of technical 
communication students from University A and University B and translation students 
from University C—who worked together to write and translate instructional documents.  
This article examines the challenges the students encountered, the strategies and 
competencies they used to address those challenges, and how satisfied they were with 
their team’s collaboration. Following a review of relevant literature on the challenges 
associated with virtual collaboration generally and on the key competencies needed by 
writers and translators working in global virtual teams, we describe the methodology 
used to gather and analyze data during two iterations of the documentation and 
translation project. We then present our findings, drawing on evidence from students’ 
reflective blog entries and team transcripts. Finally, we offer conclusions, outline other 
possible applications of this study, discuss the limitations of the study, and make 
recommendations for future research. 
Literature Review 
The body of literature on student virtual teams is extensive. Researchers have examined 
many aspects of virtual collaboration among student teams: 
 
 communication strategies 
 the formation of trust 
 leadership 
 technology selection and use 
 the role of culture 
 
Robey, Khoo, and Powers (2000) stated that the challenges faced by virtual teams can be 
divided into four broad categories: communication challenges, technology challenges, 
leadership challenges, and cultural challenges. Using those four categories to organize 
our review, we examined recent research on student virtual teams to determine the 
strategies students can use to address the challenges they face. Then we narrowed our 
focus to the unique challenges inherent in collaboration among student writers and 
translators.  
Communication and Trust 
Research on communication within student virtual teams has demonstrated the need for 
teams to engage in both task-oriented and social communication early in the life of the 
project (Cogliser et al., 2013; Brewer, Mitchell, Sanders, Wallace, & Wood, 2015). 
Socioemotional communication plays an important role in the success of virtual 
collaborations (Connelly & Turel, 2016; Flammia, Cleary, & Slattery, 2010). Predictable 
communication involving substantive responses is positively correlated with the 
development of trust within virtual teams. Student teams face many of the same 
challenges as teams in the workplace, one of which is the need to develop swift trust in 
order to complete a project in a compressed time frame. Williams notes that members of 
virtual teams in the workplace form swift trust by “focusing on tasks and actions rather 
than relationships” (Williams, 2010, p. 102). 
Many researchers have linked the development of swift trust with the success of 
global teams (Iacono & Weisband, 1997; Jarvenpaa, Knoll, & Leidner, 1998; Robert, 
Denis, & Hung, 2009; Walther & Bunz, 2005). Crisp and Jarvenpaa (2013) examined the 
role of swift trust in the performance of 68 student teams with culturally diverse members 
and noted that the formation of swift trust helped the teams “engage in normative actions 
that in turn [made] trusting beliefs resilient and positively impact[ed] final performance” 
(p. 54). 
Effective communication is essential to the success of student virtual teams. In a study 
of cross-disciplinary student virtual teams, Brewer et al. (2015) found that 
communication among group members helped the students gain a better 
understanding of their project. Students are more likely to share knowledge with 
and value the opinions of teammates who have established credibility. St.Amant 
(2002a) states that individuals can create an online ethos by responding to postings 
in a timely manner and by using humor. The development of a positive online 
presence can foster greater trust and enhance the success of student collaborations. 
Killingsworth, Xue, and Liu (2016) discovered a relationship between the development 
of trust and the degree of knowledge sharing within student teams. They found that trust, 
enjoyment, and the perception of reciprocal benefits all fostered a positive attitude toward 
knowledge sharing among team members.  
Leadership 
Several studies have focused on the role of leadership in student virtual teams with a 
focus on the characteristics of those students who emerge as leaders and the leadership 
styles that prove most effective. Emergent leaders have superior communication skills 
and are perceived as good listeners by their teammates (Kayworth & Leidner, 2002; Ziek 
& Smulowitz, 2014). They are distinguished by the amount of knowledge they transfer 
and the significant contributions they make to the team project (Sarker & Schneider, 
2009). The personal characteristics of leaders have also been examined including their 
cognitive ability, self-efficacy, and extraversion (Serban, 2015). In a study of MBA 
students, Lisak and Erez (2015) found the students who emerged as leaders possessed 
higher levels of cultural intelligence, global identity, and openness to cultural diversity 
than their teammates. 
Studies comparing the transactional and transformational leadership styles have 
reported that the transformational style can inspire team members, enhance their 
creativity, and facilitate their engagement with the project (Chang & Lee, 2013; Fan, 
Chen, Wang, & Chen, 2014; Huang, Kahai, & Jestice, 2010; Purvanova & Bono, 2009; 
Whitford & Moss, 2009). Researchers have also examined the behavior of team leaders 
in terms of the frequency of their communication with the team and the tone of their 
messages; leaders who use empathetic language and who praise teammates enhance the 
creative performance of team members (Fan et al., 2014). Other studies have investigated 
the role of shared leadership in teams and its impact on member satisfaction and team 
effectiveness (Robert & You, 2013; Shuffler, Wiese, Salas, & Burke, 2010). 
Technology 
One important consideration when investigating students’ use of technology in virtual 
collaborations is media richness. Although rich media may not always be necessary for 
effective communication among team members (Walvoord, Redden, Elliott, & Coovert, 
2008), it is important that students learn to choose the most appropriate media for various 
types of communication (Williams, 2010). Lean media like email are best suited to 
routine tasks, in situations where contextual cues might prove distracting, or in situations 
when unpleasant information must be conveyed (Berry, 2011; Lea, Spears, & Rogers, 
2003). Rich media like video chats, on the other hand, are a better choice for complex 
tasks (Williams, 2010) or for relationship building. 
Allowing students to select their own virtual communication tools is one factor 
that contributes to successful collaboration (Zaugg & Davies, 2013). The performance of 
student teams may also be affected by 
 bandwidth 
 internet availability 
 lack of training using the tools 
 lack of technical support 
 
Weimann, Pollock, Scott, and Brown (2013) discovered “that restrictions in internet 
access of even a single member within a team limited the team’s technological choices, 
which affected the team’s performance” (p. 332).  
On an individual level, technology may enhance the participation of some 
students while it may restrict the engagement of others. It is sometimes noted that 
students who are shy in face-to-face encounters may be more comfortable, and therefore, 
more outgoing, in computer-mediated collaboration (Berry, 2011). However, those 
students who experience computer-mediated communication anxiety may participate less 
and send fewer task-oriented messages; as a result their performance is likely to be rated 
poorly by their teammates (Fuller, Vician, & Brown, 2016). Cultural differences may also 
have an impact on the ways team members use technology to communicate with their 
peers. 
Culture 
A significant portion of the literature on student virtual teams has examined the 
challenges and benefits associated with cross-cultural collaboration. Such collaborations 
can help students develop the skills and abilities associated with global competence. For 
example, Erez et al. (2013) found that management students’ cultural intelligence and 
global identity increased significantly as a result of participating in a four-week global 
virtual team collaboration, and the effect lasted for six months after the project ended. 
Studies have also investigated the development of trust within culturally diverse 
virtual teams. Their findings, like earlier studies on trust (Cogburn & Levinson, 2003; 
Jarvenpaa et al., 1998), emphasize the importance of both social and task-oriented 
communication in establishing trusting relationships among diverse team members 
(Cheng, Nolan, & Macaulay, 2013; Flammia et al., 2010; Zaugg & Davies, 2013). Team 
members from collective cultures may be more comfortable and trusting in team settings 
than their colleagues from individualist cultures (Mockaitis, Rose, & Zettinig, 2012). 
Like professionals working in global virtual teams, students from diverse cultures 
may have different approaches to communication with teammates and with the team 
leader (Klitmøller & Lauring, 2013; Lee, 2000; St.Amant, 2002b; Symonds & Stenzel, 
2007), to knowledge sharing (Brewer, 2015; Rosen, Furst, & Blackburn, 2007), and to 
conflict resolution (Gallenkamp, Assmann, Drescher, Picot, & Welpe, 2010) based on 
their cultural beliefs. They may also have different ideas about the appropriate way to 
establish a virtual presence. As St.Amant (2002a) has pointed out, “attempts to use 
humor, wit, and ostentatious behavior to create online-ethos may conflict with the 
communication expectations or the values of individuals from other cultures” (p. 204).  
Cultural differences have the potential to interfere with the smooth functioning of 
the team and the successful completion of the team’s project. They may also have an 
effect on team member satisfaction. For example, in a study of 141 students in 39 teams, 
Pazos (2012) found a complex relationship between conflict management, team goals, 
and team member satisfaction. Because the teams in the study were composed of students 
from diverse cultures, some team members preferred a direct approach to conflict 
management while others did not want to deal with conflict in such a straightforward 
manner. These differences influenced the team members’ satisfaction with the 
experience.  
Collaboration among Student Writers and Translators 
Compared to the extensive literature on student virtual teams, there is a relatively smaller 
body of literature on collaboration among student writers and translators. Some studies 
have already provided valuable data on the benefits of collaborative projects that 
encompass students in both fields (Flammia, 2005; Flammia, 2012; Melton, 2008; 
Mousten, Maylath, Vandepitte, & Humbley, 2010; Starke-Meyerring & Andrews, 2006). 
One challenge noted in collaborations among writers and translators is the 
tendency of students to wait until the draft of a document is complete before beginning to 
communicate (Arnó Macià et al., 2013). Students must recognize the fact that writing and 
translation are no longer viewed as two separate processes (Melton, 2008). Writers and 
translators need to work together throughout the entire process from document creation to 
localization, and translation must be integrated in “the global information process” 
(Gnecchi, Maylath, Mousten, Scarpa, & Vandepitte, 2011). Faculty members in both 
technical communication and translation must help students develop the competencies 
they will need in order to play their roles in the global information process. Some studies 
of cross-disciplinary collaboration among documentation writers and translators 
demonstrate the fact that writers and translators need many of the same competencies and 
abilities in order to succeed. These competencies include cultural awareness and 
sensitivity (Mateeva, 2008; Wang, 2013; Yu, 2012), an understanding of contexts 
(cultural, professional, collaborative) (Melton, 2008), interpersonal communication skills, 
and the ability to bring both logical and creative approaches to the activity of text 
production (Dam-Jensen & Heine, 2013). 
Key Competencies Needed by Writers and Translators 
Intercultural knowledge is essential for both the creation and the translation of technical 
documentation; such knowledge is crucial because documentation “must take into 
account the cultural frame” of the audience (Ping, 2012, p. 20). Mousten et al. (2010) 
conducted a virtual team project in which technical communication students collaborated 
with translation students; they stated that “one of the main goals of the TransAtlantic 
Project [was] to heighten students’ awareness of cultural differences, starting with their 
own” (p. 406). 
In addition to understanding the cultural context for documentation, both writers 
and translators need to be aware of the professional, social, and collaborative contexts 
surrounding the documents they are writing and translating. As part of the localization 
process, writers and translators may find themselves working with a team whose goal is 
to adapt an information product not only to a particular language and culture, but also to a 
particular disciplinary, social, or professional context. While the documentation they 
write and translate may be used to share information, it may also be used in the context of 
relationship building or training. Well-developed communication and collaboration skills 
are essential competencies for writers and translators working in global virtual teams. 
European projects such as the European Master’s in Translation (see European 
Commission (nd)) and the TecCOMFrame project (see TecCOMFrame (2016)) have 
identified competencies for translators and technical communicators. 
To be successful, writers and translators must be able to build harmonious and 
effective working relationships with diverse others. Often these relationships must be 
established in a virtual setting and across national and disciplinary boundaries. 
Interpersonal communication skills are vital to the success of such collaborations. For 
example, Mousten et al. (2010) describe a collaboration between translation and technical 
communication students in which the students’ ability to gain the information they 
needed to carry out the project depended on “teamwork, trust, and personal relationships” 
(p. 407).   
Several studies have demonstrated the benefits of collaboration among technical 
communicators and translators (Cleary, Flammia, Minacori, & Slattery, 2015; Gnecchi et 
al., 2011; Mousten et al., 2010). The current study builds upon this research to further 
develop our understanding of the challenges inherent in such collaboration. The study 
also explores the strategies and competencies that students employ when they encounter 
such challenges. 
The research questions we examined are:  
1. Which challenges did technical communication and translation students encounter 
when collaborating in virtual teams? 
2. Which strategies and competencies did technical communication and translation 
students employ to address these challenges?  
Research Methodology 
We begin this section by outlining the project and its participants, and offering an 
overview of the phases of the project. We then describe how the data were gathered and 
analyzed. 
In Spring 2015 and Spring 2016, we coordinated collaborative documentation and 
translation projects. In each project iteration, student writers at University A and 
University B developed short instructional documents in English and student translators 
at University C translated those documents into (language). During each iteration of the 
project, students maintained individual blogs reflecting on their learning 
experiences. Each team also had a project site (available only to team members and 
all the instructors), which was hosted on the University B Virtual Learning 
Environment (VLE), Sakai (known as PlatformName in University B). We 
encouraged teams to use this project site, or another tool of their choice, to 
collaborate with their teammates. We analyzed two types of qualitative data: 
students’ individual blogs, and transcripts of all online communication among team 
members. The project received IRB approval at each institution.  
The blog posts represent the qualitative experiences of individual students. In 
their blog posts, students discussed: 
 Communication strategies and the tools they selected 
 Leadership structure and the roles chosen by team members 
 Challenges faced by the team members and the ways they addressed those 
challenges 
 Their perceptions of what they learned from the experience 
 What they would do differently in future virtual team projects 
The team transcripts outlined the strategies undertaken by team members to 
complete the project, the competencies that individuals within teams exploited and 
developed in order to complete the tasks they were assigned, and the solutions team 
members generated to respond to challenges. 
Both data sources address the research questions and contribute to a fuller 
understanding of the challenges of this and similar projects, and the strategies and 
competencies that individuals and teams exploited to overcome the challenges.  
Participants 
Students worked in small virtual teams comprised of University A and University B 
technical writers and University C translators. In Spring 2015, a total of 62 students 
participated in 9 teams, comprising 38 technical communicators and 24 translators. Table 
1 shows team compositions. 
---insert Table 1 here--- 
In Spring 2016, a total of 54 students participated in seven teams, comprising 38 
technical communicators and 16 translators. Table 2 shows team compositions. 
---insert Table 2 here--- 
The University A students were senior-level undergraduates studying technical 
communication and very few had experience working in virtual teams. The University B 
students were all at the Master’s level, studying technical communication and e-learning. 
Most had no knowledge or experience of these fields prior to commencing their program, 
and only a few had worked in virtual teams previously. The University C students were in 
a translation class, in the first year of a Master's degree. These students took mainly 
translation courses but also took a course in technical writing. The Applied Languages 
department at University C has two Master’s degrees: one in translation and one in 
technical writing. 
Students at Universities A and B received instruction on intercultural 
communication and virtual teamwork, while students at University C received instruction 
on intercultural communication only. There was no formal, standardized instruction for 
all students.  
Project Phases 
Each iteration of the project spanned approximately seven weeks and comprised two 
phases: a writing-for-translation phase and a translation phase.   
 
The writing-for-translation phase 
During the writing-for-translation phase, each team of University A and University B 
writers wrote a short set of instructions in English to help a non-technical audience to 
perform a simple task using a collaborative technology. The writers (at University A and 
University B) and translators (at University C) were required to collaborate from the start 
of the project, when they brainstormed to choose a topic to document. Teams could either 
choose an original topic or select one from a list of examples, such as the following: 
 How to create a Facebook account and modify profile or privacy settings 
 How to use the Sakai wiki to collaborate on a document 
 How to use Google Drive/Docs to collaborate on a document 
 How to set-up email on a smart phone 
Writers received writing guidelines, including the following: 
 Write original instructions, which should be between 600 and 900 words in 
length. 
 Write in the imperative, in short simple sentences. 
 Use simple language. 
 Write and design the instructions as though they will appear online. 
 Define unfamiliar terms as needed within the body of the text.  
 Format the instructions following accepted principles of document design, to 
make the instructional material usable and effective (including graphics, where 
appropriate). 
We encouraged the writers to contact the translators throughout the writing 
process for advice about translation issues, such as terminology choices, localization of 
graphics, and writing style. 
The translation phase 
The translation phase of the project mirrored how the translation process should happen 
in professional environments. Once the University C students received the instructional 
document from the writers, they embarked on the process of translating it into (language). 
They had to organize their translation work within their own teams in one of the 
following ways: 
 Each student translated the full document, and then all translators collaborated to 
revise it (students were advised to adopt this strategy, since the document was not 
very long). 
 Each student translated part of the document, and then all translators collaborated 
to revise the document. 
 Some students translated, and others revised, the document. 
During the translation phase, translators could contact writers with queries 
regarding the source text. After the translation was completed, the writers and translators 
were encouraged to revise both the source and target texts based on what they learned 
from their collaboration. 
Data Collection and Analysis 
The research paradigm used for this project is an unobtrusive ex-post facto content 
analysis of two data sources: individual reflective blogs and team transcripts. These 
sources enabled us to explore the challenges, strategies, and competencies that 
technical communication and translation students encountered. The instructional 
documents that students wrote and translated in teams were not used as data 
sources, because they did not include reflective components or discuss qualitative 
experiences, and therefore did not address the research questions. All students 
maintained individual reflective blogs or journals. Students were required to reflect 
on their experiences through blogs, because reflection is an important part of the 
learning process. For the reflective blog, students could use whichever blogging tool 
they preferred. Students had to post at least two entries every week for the duration 
of the project.  
Each team had its own Sakai project site, accessible to team members and 
instructors. Each project site comprised tools such as a discussion forum, chat room, and 
file sharing repository. Although teams could also use alternate tools for collaboration 
(e.g. Skype for videoconferencing, Google Docs for sharing files, or Facebook for 
updates), they were required to document each tool they used and to grant the faculty 
members access to those tools or to provide a transcript of their collaboration. Teams 
used these tools to collaborate on all aspects of the project. Therefore, the type of 
information collected in each team transcript varied from team to team. 
The approach to content analysis was first piloted in 2006 and has been 
validated annually since then. The blogs and transcripts constitute the qualitative 
dataset for the study. Therefore, the data and their treatment follow the norms for 
qualitative inquiry. Qualitative data gathering and analysis is commonplace in 
studies of global virtual teams (see Cleary et al., 2015; Flammia et al., 2010; 
Klitmøller & Lauring, 2013; Weimann et al., 2013, for example).  
At the end of each project, the faculty member at each institution saved a 
record of the individual reflective blog postings and team transcripts, for the 
students in her institution. We then agreed on research questions that formed the 
basis for analysis. Next, we agreed on categories to analyze; categories included 
challenges, solutions, collaboration, satisfaction, culture, technology, 
communication, leadership, strategies, and lessons learned. These categories were 
derived from the literature and the research questions. We analyzed the data 
initially through immersion in the dataset. The four authors coded data from the 
individual blogs and team transcripts. Two of the four authors reviewed the coded 
content. The four authors then reviewed the final categories, and, through an 
iterative process, organized the data according to the research questions. For each 
research question, four main themes were analyzed: communication, culture, 
technology, and leadership. Other than data regarding team composition at each 
university, we did not collect quantitative data. 
In the next section, we present the findings of our analysis, using direct quotes 
from transcripts and blogs to illustrate patterns in the data. Quotes are included from 
University A, University B, and University C students. We have used a coding system to 
protect the anonymity of individuals (e.g. A1, B1 and C1). Quotes are coded and included 
from students in each university to increase trustworthiness and validity of the data 
(Hughes & Hayhoe, 2008). 
Results and Discussion 
This section presents the findings from two iterations of the virtual team project among 
students at the three universities. This section organizes qualitative data about students’ 
perceptions of their experiences according to the research questions for the study. 
RQ1: Which challenges did technical communication and 
translation students encounter when collaborating in virtual teams? 
Virtual teams frequently report challenges that map to four themes, as summarized in the 
literature review: communication, leadership, technology and culture (Robey et al., 
2000). The literature on collaboration among technical communicators and translators 
points to further challenges, specifically regarding the need to understand contexts 
(cultural, social, professional and collaborative). In addition, technical communication 
and translation students working in collaborative projects need very strong interpersonal 




At the beginning of the project, the teams frequently experienced challenges related to 
communication. The following quotes indicate communication challenges experienced in 
the early stages of the assignment: 
It has been difficult getting our team members to contribute to the forum 
and to offer suggestions. I see one of our team mates has posted their 
opinions, but other than that, it feels like one way traffic. (B5) 
The technical writers have met some trouble while trying to define a 
working schedule. Because of the time zones and everyone's daily tasks 
(lessons, work, internships...), it's been hard to carry fluent and rapid 
conversations until now. They're now spending much energy to set a 
regular time slot that could suit everyone. (C1) 
These communication challenges interact with technology challenges, since part of the 
issue for some teams was deciding, and agreeing, upon which tool(s) to use to 
communicate.  
 
Similar to findings by Gilson, Maynard, and Bergiel (2013), many students in our 
projects did not foresee communication challenges, as evinced in the following quote: 
This collaborating with students on different time zones is harder than I 
thought it was going to be! so do we still push ahead with Instagram or do 
we wait until we can get talking to XX and everyone else again? (B7) 
Leadership 
Much research indicates that teams with strong leaders perform better and are more 
cohesive than teams without leaders (Flammia et al., 2016). We did not require teams to 
assign leaders for these projects. While leaders emerged in some teams, other teams 
noted that they did not have a leader, and faced consequent challenges: 
For one, a team leader should be selected at the beginning of the project. I 
felt we lost time being polite and shy to begin with and that attitude got us 
nowhere with deciding a topic for the project. … But I do think an 
assigned team leader to finalise decisions would have been a great 
addition into the running of the project. (B7) 
Without a team leader, we struggled for a topic, to come up with roles, and 
to abide by deadlines. (B10) 
In a previous iteration of this project (see [Retracted], we found that teams with 
leaders performed better than teams with no assigned or emergent leader. For future 
similar projects, particularly where students are based in three locations and grappling 
with time and cultural differences, we will encourage all teams to assign a leader in the 
first week of the project. An alternate approach, recommended in the literature (Robert & 
You, 2013; Shuffler et al., 2010), is to encourage shared leadership in teams. 
Technology 
In these projects, each team had an option to use either a Sakai team site (accessible to 
the team and instructors), or alternative collaboration tools. One of the objectives of the 
project was to develop students’ ability to use collaborative tools, because such tools are 
commonly used in virtual teams in the workplace (Flammia, Cleary, & Slattery, 2016) 
and to help them develop confidence when choosing appropriate technologies.  However, 
the variety of options for collaboration may have been overwhelming for some teams, as 
exemplified in the following comment: 
 …. our group had minor issues with [one] team member [not] 
communicating on the same platform. It didn't hinder our progress, but we 
wanted to be inclusive and make sure everyone was able to give their 
input and be involved. As for organizational skills, our entire group had 
issues with revising and saving versions of the document in Google 
Docs…. (A6) 
Furthermore, as English language proficiency varied among team members, some 
students may have been more comfortable using asynchronous technology (e.g. email) 
rather than synchronous technology (Riopelle et al., 2003) but may have been reluctant to 
say so. 
Culture 
Students did not report challenges related to culture in either blogs or team transcripts, 
possibly because they had received training in intercultural communication and virtual 
teamwork. The first language of the writers in University A and University B was 
English. University B students were also very familiar with [Retracted] cultural 
references, from television, cinema and social media, a factor that may have lessened 
cultural tensions.  
University C students made an effort to adapt their communication style to match 
the style of students with whom they were working, particularly the professional writing 
style used by English speakers. For example, they adapted greetings and used common 
abbreviations in messages and emails to ensure they were understood. 
A further challenge, also documented in the literature (Arnó Macià et al., 2013; 
Melton, 2008), was that some students saw writing and translation as two separate 
processes. We emphasized the importance of collaborating from the outset. An important 
objective was to develop translators’ understanding of the writing process and writers’ 
understanding of the translation process. The great majority of University C students 
appreciated being involved from the beginning: 
I also liked very much to be involved in the project from the very 
beginning, since we all chose a topic that technical communicators were 
going to document and we would have to translate. It was a very good idea 
and we, translators loved it. (C4) 
However, some teams did not collaborate effectively in the early stages: 
The University C students didn’t come into the mix until we were finished 
with the English version, but when they did, they were eager to ask 
questions and make sure they were doing everything correctly. (A2) 
For future projects, we will explore ways to facilitate greater communication throughout 
the project.  
RQ2: Which strategies and competencies did technical 
communication and translation students employ to address these 
challenges? 
Our second research question explores the strategies and competencies employed by 
students. The project was designed to engage students in activities that would replicate a 
workplace project, as recommended by Savery (2006). Mousten et al. (2010) highlight 
the importance of interpersonal communication skills for teamwork involving writers and 
translators. During the projects, students developed several of these skills, and an 
understanding of their importance. We were interested in exploring competencies and 




In some teams, writers and translators collaborated from the very start of the project, as 
recommended by Gnecchi et al. (2011). The following quotes describe the nature of this 
collaboration: 
Our communication with the translators was from our first week. We 
discussed [the] format and [the] subject for our project…. We listened to 
their suggestions and we agreed that they would feel comfortable with the 
project subject, creating a WordPress blog. As the project progressed we 
checked in with the translating team each week to ensure that what we 
were producing was staying within the realm of what they felt comfortable 
translating. (A1) 
After introductions, all technical writers got started with the stage 1 of 
their task: defining the object of the work, the schedule, the tools they'll 
use to share and coordinate the writing. Our University C team has 
actively taken part in the decisional process to define the object. (C1) 
Once writers and translators started collaborating actively, they recognized the value of 
effective communication: 
It was interesting to get feedback from the University C students which 
made our original instructions clearer and easier to translate. It was also 
good to have other people to bounce your ideas off when constructing the 
instructions and deciding what was necessary within the document, and 
what was not. (B1) 
It is extremely interesting to be able to follow the inception and 
development of the document, since it helps give an insight on the writer’s 
work, and we translators were aware of the ongoing project. We could 
then prepare ourselves much better for the translation phase. We could 
also ask questions on the ongoing document. (C2) 
Several students commented on the value of teamwork: 
I have learnt so much working with smart, interesting people. It makes the 
work so much better than if you did it on your own. With all the tools 
provided by technology, working in a virtual team is not harder than 
working in a non-virtual team. I would go further and say that we waste 
less time when we work in a virtual team: we go straight to the point. (C3) 
I suppose that is the pretty cool thing about being part of a team; although 
you may not have particular skills, such as a language, collaboration 
means that you can create something you never could have created on 
your own. (B10) 
Last, but not least, it has been interesting to see how their document 
gradually implemented little changes, based on our suggestions. They did 
have a beautiful and well written document at the beginning, but their final 
document had gained in consistency and coherence. It is nice 
for translators to have their say about the source text, yet I am afraid this 
rarely happens in the professional work.  (C2) 
Some students reported that they developed teamwork and communication skills: 
My teamwork skills have definitely developed since completing this 
assignment. It was a new way of working in a team and it was something 
that I had never done before. My communication skills also improved. 
Using online forums such as [PlatformName] for a group chat with group 
members from University C and University A helped to improve my 
communication skills. (B11) 
Leadership 
Some teams did not appoint leaders at the outset, but leaders emerged during the project. 
Zigurs (2003) discusses how alternative leadership structures can be effective, provided 
one or more team members possess the necessary skills. One team’s initial leadership 
structure did not work out, but they reorganized effectively and leaders emerged in each 
local site:  
Our early leadership plan (appointing one person as the project manager) 
fell through quickly, but again, it didn't hinder our progress. Over the 
course of the project we naturally had one person from each college take 
charge of their own team. It was effective and didn't cause problems, but if 
this happened again in a different virtual team project I would rather have 
appointed team leaders in the beginning stages. That way no one feels 
burdened by the work and team members know their responsibilities from 
the beginning. (A6) 
This quote also provides evidence of student reflection on how such projects could be 
better managed in future. 
 
Another team had a challenge related to leadership that was resolved through the efforts 
of an emergent leader: 
The leadership structure of the group was faulty. A true group leader was 
never discussed, although someone did assume the role. I would consider 
XX the group leader as she maintained a high level of enthusiasm for 
deadlines and took the initiative to create a time line. The remainder of the 
group supported her decisions and met the deadlines she created. In the 
end, all of these efforts were effective. (A7) 
In fact, in this team the emergent leader became a source of inspiration for the other team 
members:  
Thanks to her, everything went smoothly. From the very beginning, she 
suggested a subject for the project, organized the project plan and decided 
that we should have a Monday Weekly Meeting. She made sure that 
everyone knew what they were supposed to do, she put in contact 
everyone and she sometimes sent us emails to check in. It was such a 
pleasure to work with her. (C3) 
Some students reported that they developed project management skills, and recognized 
the value of project management: 
A skill which I feel I developed during this assignment is project 
management. I enjoyed encouraging the team to meet certain deadlines, 
and delegating responsibility for different parts of the project to the team 
members. Although we didn’t have any hierarchical structure within the 
group, I feel as if I often acted as a focal point whom the rest of the team 
could contact if they had a query. (B8) 
The most valuable thing I learned from the project is that planning is 
essential and that a virtual team does need a good team leader. A team 
leader can help to create clear guidelines and goals so that everybody is 
clear on what they are expected to do and when. But there needs to be 
agreement on all of this, and that can be difficult to obtain when some 
team members are reticent or slow to respond. Being a team leader is 
difficult and time-consuming, and has a huge amount of responsibility. 
Therefore, it is not a role that everyone would wish to take on. (B9) 
I see from talking to other classmates that they had set up a weekly 
meeting for updates and this is something else we could have done to 
ensure smooth communication. (B2) 
These experiences of project management and leadership are mirrored in the 
literature, particularly in studies of how emergent leaders play an important role in virtual 
teams (see Kayworth & Leidner, 2002; Ziek & Smulowitz, 2014). 
The challenges of managing projects in different time zones is highlighted in the 
following quote: 
Working simultaneously with other people in different time zones is the 
skill that comes to mind first. It sounds simple, but when one person needs 
to pick up their kids from school and I’m just waking up, there’s an 
unwritten schedule that you need to master quickly to be able to catch 
people at reasonable times. (A9) 
Technology 
Teams made strategic choices about technology, based on their communication 
preferences and the availability of tools. Some tools were available to students through 
team sites in the VLE, but teams were free to select alternative collaboration 
technologies.  
Table 3 indicates the technologies used by teams in 2015 and 2016. As indicated 
by this table, none of the teams exploited the range of tools afforded by the VLE—for 
example, the announcements, calendar, and wiki tools were not used. The chat room was 
the most popular VLE tool, likely due to the instant communication afforded. 
---insert Table 3 here--- 
 
Many teams relied on the VLE project sites because each team had its own site, 
comprising collaboration and file sharing options, as noted in the following comment: 
I think using a singular platform like we did with [PlatformName] was an 
incredibly efficient way to communicate, and I’m glad that was decided 
before we got to the project. Sometimes leaving things open to group 
choice can just create too much chaos, too many options to choose from. 
I'm glad we had [PlatformName], with chat rooms and discussion boards, 
to keep communication in one area, and allow all of us access to it. It was 
also really interesting to get to see what the University B’s online platform 
looked like. It was helpful that it is the same basic format as other online 
learning platforms that I've used in the past. (A4) 
The proliferation of Web 2.0 collaboration tools available resulted in some teams 
selecting alternatives to the VLE. Dropbox™ was an option used by several teams for file 
sharing: 
We’ve used Dropbox™ as a collaborative tool, and this is quite easy to 
use and helpful for any collaboration. It is very easy to upload your files 
and a great way of making sure everyone is using the same files. (B3) 
While the majority of students already had prior experience with email and social media 
tools such as Facebook, students also developed competencies in other collaborative 
tools. Some teams found Google Drive applications to be particularly valuable for 
collaboration: 
Google Docs was also another excellent resource we had during the 
project, without it our project communica[tion] would have struggled, the 
most valuable thing about Google Docs is the ability to see what your 
team is typing real time, and it also has the built in tools for direct chats, 
group chats, and little side notes on the document itself much like you can 
[find] in Microsoft Word except all of it happens in front of you in real 
time. Both Facebook and Google Docs were used to communicate with 
translators and collaborate with team members. (A3) 
The chosen tool for documentation sharing is the Google drive hosting 
application. We thought this is the easiest way to share our own work 
keeping the whole team constantly updated. The shared folder on Google 
has already been created by one of our international partner[s]. (C1) 
Other teams relied heavily on Facebook and email, having first tried other tools: 
We attempted to use many platforms for collaboration at the beginning of 
the project, for example, Whatsapp, [PlatformName], Facebook, and 
email. We eventually used Facebook and our school [email] exclusively. 
On Facebook we made a group page and on that page we picked the group 
topic and our individual writing assignments. We created a group email 
where we emailed our completed topics in a Word doc and merged 
everyone’s part into one document. (A5) 
As the [PlatformName] platform doesn't provide an alert service, we've 
chosen Facebook as the most efficient support for communication. A 
group has been created and members are joining in. (C1) 
The range of tools used is indicative of students’ technological dexterity; many 
teams used several tools simultaneously and selected different tools for distinct aspects of 
collaboration (e.g. Facebook for discussions and Dropbox for file-sharing).  Flammia, 
Cleary, and Slattery (2007) found that “effective technology use facilitates information 
sharing and knowledge creation” (p. 2). 
Culture 
Increased cultural awareness and cultural intelligence were outcomes of virtual teamwork 
for several teams.  
I think the best thing about this project was working with students in other 
countries. We had to account for time differences, and even European 
English [versus] American English…. [I] grew up in Canada and had 
written in European English all my life, but…I had to adapt after moving 
to the United States. Knowing these kinds of cultural differences will 
make for a better relationship with [international] partners I might work 
with in the future. (A2) 
For some students, communication and cultural awareness worked hand-in-hand: 
The most valuable thing I gained from this assignment was developing my 
communication skills. As the team consisted of different cultures, I had to 
be conscious of how I phrased my emails and chat messages with the 
University A and University C team members.  This communication skill 
is an important one to continuously hone considering how teams in the 
workplace are becoming more ‘international’. (B6) 
In one team, the writers gained a better understanding of the translation process: 
When putting together the instructions, we decided to send our draft to the 
University C translators without including the screenshots. We chose to do 
this because we thought it might add confusion or make translating the 
words more difficult. Just yesterday, one of the translators actually 
messaged us and asked if we plan to include any screenshots, explaining 
that other groups were….[and telling] us that it would be best to send them 
to him now so he can make sure they go with the translation and they can 
make sure they don’t make any mistakes with a visual aid. I found this to 
be interesting, because we thought we were making their lives easier, 
when really having screenshots would help them translate better. This 
proved to me just how important screenshots, graphics, and images 
are…to a lot of instructions. Especially when working with another 
language…. (A2) 
Additional Strategies and Competencies 
As well as developing students’ competencies in communication, technology, leadership 
and culture, the project also had value for students’ career goals. One translation student 
reflected on how the project confirmed her interest in pursuing a technical writing career: 
I have learned that it is totally manageable to work in a team of 9 people. I 
thought it was going to be really hard, organization wise. But almost 
everything went smoothly. Doing this project also confirmed my interest 
for technical writing. (C3)  
The integration of reflective blogging into the deliverables for the global 
translation projects facilitates the development of additional competencies in reflection 
and articulation of those reflections. Reflection is evident in the comments in student 
writers’ and translators’ blogs regarding how their understanding of the complex 
processes of writing and translating technical documentation developed during the course 
of the project. An understanding of these processes is essential for successful 
collaboration among writers and translators in the workplace. The reflective blogging 
component afforded students time to think about their learning experiences and how 
those experiences enabled them to develop new competencies that they could apply in the 
workplace. 
Conclusions 
This study examined the challenges student writers and translators experienced when 
participating in a global virtual team collaboration. By reviewing the students’ individual 
reflective blogs and team transcripts, we identified the challenges that the students faced 
in relation to communication, leadership, and technology and the strategies and 
competencies the students employed to address those challenges. We found that the 
collaborative project was successful in fostering students’ development of the knowledge 
and competencies they will need to function effectively as writers and translators of 
technical documentation. Further, we identified the development of competencies not 
previously addressed in the literature on writers collaborating with translators. Our 
qualitative study both reinforces the findings of previous research and expands it by 
adding a reflection component to the students’ learning experience in a global translation 
project.  
The current study demonstrates the value of cross-disciplinary collaborative 
projects for fostering the development of the knowledge and competencies needed by 
professional writers and translators. In their reflective blogs, student writers discussed an 
increased understanding of the challenges of the translation process just as student 
translators discussed a new awareness of the challenges faced by the writers whose work 
they were translating. Both writing and translation students reported on the development 
of their project management, communication, and teamwork skills. Such skills are vital to 
the success of virtual collaborations (Flammia et al., 2016).  
Students also reflected in meaningful ways on the challenges they encountered 
and the solutions they developed to address those challenges. For example, many teams 
encountered the shortcomings of various technologies and experimented with several 
until they found one that worked for their team. As their reflections reveal, the students 
realized that the issue was not finding one perfect tool, but selecting a technology that 
would meet the needs of their particular team in this specific project. This learning can be 
transferred to future projects both in college and in the workplace. Indeed, many of the 
skills students learn in virtual collaborations are directly transferable to the workplace. 
These skills include professional communication with peers. Students had to learn how to 
collaborate through the online medium, within cross-disciplinary teams (writers and 
translators), and across cultures. The experience of writers collaborating with translators 
leads to a better understanding of the implications of writing decisions, and writers and 
translators develop appreciation for one another’s roles.  
Applications of this Study 
This article will be helpful for teachers of technical communication and 
translation, as it explains one method for structuring virtual team projects involving 
technical communicators and translators. The article also provides qualitative 
evidence of knowledge and competencies developed by students participating in 
global documentation projects. Many of the competencies that students develop as a 
result of this project are important learning outcomes for technical communicators 
and translators.  
This article will also be of interest to practitioners because the process of 
preparing documentation for translation and of carrying out the translations will 
flow much more smoothly when professionals on both sides of the process 
understand one another’s jobs and are aware of the competencies entailed in 
crafting technical documents and in translating them (Gnecchi et al., 2011; Maylath 
et al., 2013; Melton, 2008). 
 
Limitations and Future Research Directions 
One limitation of this study is the separation of the writing and translation phases of the 
project. Such a distinct division between the two processes may not encourage 
collaboration throughout the project. Gnecchi et al. (2011) recommend assimilating 
translation into all the stages of the writing process. We may need to consider structuring 
the task to encourage more interaction and minimize the possibility of students only 
participating during one phase. In addition, the study involved a relatively small number 
of students collaborating over a short period of time.  
A further limitation of this study is that our research project aims to replicate a 
real-world setting where writers and translators collaborate. However, the participants in 
the study were students and were constrained by the assignment specifications. 
Therefore, their experiences may not directly map to the experiences of practitioners. 
Moreover, because the data reported in this article are primarily qualitative, the findings 
are not generalizable. 
Finally, students at the three universities were not given consistent preparation. 
Providing online modules with instruction on virtual teamwork and on intercultural 
communication to all the participants would give the students uniform preparation for the 
project. It would be worthwhile to conduct a quantitative study on the impact of such 
training on the students’ learning and on their satisfaction with the experience of 
participating in the project. 
Future studies could gather data on the number of different tools students try, the 
length of time they use them, and the frequency of their communication using each tool.  
It would also be useful to gather data on how many years relevant work experience 
students had and how many of them had participated in virtual teams, prior to the 
collaborative project. Such findings could add a richness to the qualitative data by 
explaining why some students encountered challenges that were not encountered by 
others.  
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